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Documenting Change In America: 

An Overview Of The Curt Teich Postcard Project 


By Katherine Hamilton-Smith 

"The picture postcard thoroughly 
and relentlessly captured the era 
in a manner that reveals a better 
portrait of this age [early 20th 
century] than of most others. The 
postcard is, indeed, a folk 
document/' 

Dorothy B. Ryan 
Picture Postcards in the 
United States: 1893-1918 


Almost from their inception, 
postcards have been collected. 
Collected to show where folks 
had travelled or where their 
friends had travelled, collected 
for their funny or sentimental pic¬ 
tures or captions, collected to 
remember an important time or 
experience, collected to augment 
an individual's specific interest; 
anything from trains to local area 
history. Increasingly, postcards 
have been recognized and col¬ 
lected by museums and other 
historical agencies for their value 
in documenting the history of the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries 
in a unique way. It is this aspect 
of postcards that we intend to 
promote as valuable by our work 
on the Curt Teich Postcard Col¬ 
lection at the Lake County 
Museum and through the publica¬ 
tion of this newsletter. 

Curt Teich and Company, Inc. 
operated in Chicago from 1898 to 


1975 as the largest volume'pro¬ 
ducer of postcards in the U.S. In 
addition to postcards, the com¬ 
pany also printed promotional 
brochures and pamphlets, souvenir 
booklets, trade cards, blotters and 
maps. In 1979 the company was 
purchased by Regensteiner 
Publishing Enterprises, Inc. of 
Chicago. Included in this purchase 
was the vast archives that Teich 
had amassed during the years he 
was in business. The archives was 
created through Teich's policy of 
saving 15 examples of everything 
the company printed. In addition 
to this company archives, Regen¬ 
steiner purchased the working files 
for the postcards. This includes 
retouched photographs, layout 
and art boards, drawings, 
negatives and printing instructions. 

All of this material was 
valuable but largely unusable to 
the Regensteiner company. A plan 
was conceived to establish a per¬ 
manent home for this body of 
historical material and to make it 
available as a photographic 
resource for people studying a 
large range of subjects such as 
architecture, local and regional 
history, fashion, communications, 
city planning, and photography. 

The collection was given to the 
Lake County Museum near 
Wauconda, Illinois, in the autumn 
of 1982. Initial financial support 
in the form of a grant is supplied 
by the Curt Teich Foundation to 


provide for all facets of the care 
and promotion of this collection. 

The project to catalogue and 
make available this archives is in 
the beginning of its second year. 
Currently, a staff of four plus in¬ 
terns and volunteers cares for the 
collection. Two major exhibits are 
planned for the years ahead; one 
a permanent exhibit in the 
museum's gallery area, the other 
a travelling exhibit that will tour 
the United States with stops at 
museums, schools, and other 
historical agencies. The five-year 
formational plan also includes the 
publication of a book about the 
project and collection and its im¬ 
plications for understanding our 
recent past. Our hope is that the 
Curt Teich Postcard Collection at 
the Lake County Museum will 
eventually become a valued 
reference source of historically 
significant information. 

In the coming months and 
years, the Postcard Journal will 
offer articles dealing with the im¬ 
portance of postcards in the inter¬ 
pretation of 20th century 
American history. The Journal will 
also give updates on museum 
events and insights into the pro¬ 
gress and management of the Curt 
Teich collection. The Postcard 
Journal is offered as a benefit of 
membership to the Curt Teich 
Postcard Collection. Information 
about memberships can be found 
on page 4 of this issue. jjg(f 





The Curt Teich Collection facility is located in the Lakewood Forest Preserve near Wauconda, Illinois. 
Now a part of the Lake County Museum, the former farmhouse retains its character and charm. 



From Farmhouse to Museum: 

Welcome 


By Jane Ulrich 

The facility housing the Curt 
Teich Postcard Collection is not 
the sort of thing most people 
visualize when thinking of a 
museum. Nestled between two 
apple orchards, the sixty-year old 
white frame house is located on a 
former farmstead that resembles 
a tiny community, The house's 
seventeen rooms ramble over a 
wooded lot. 

Once inside the foyer, visitors 
are greeted by a sampling of 
Teich products framed with their 
original artwork in a gallery set¬ 
ting, Also included is a formal 
portrait of Curt Teich, Sr., taken 
in 1938 in honor of the fortieth 
anniversary of the founding of his 
company. 

That the living room of the vin¬ 
tage house was once used as a 
living room is betrayed only by 
the cozy fireplace, but the carved 
wooden Teich family crest above 
the mantel signifies a different 
purpose today. Indeed, the former 
living room is now filled, floor to 
ceiling, with cases of 4" by 6" 
drawers — 2704 drawers, to be 
exact — of Teich-produced 
postcards. These are the 
viewcards that span the nearly 
eighty years that the Teich Co. 
printed postcards. They represent 
a succession of printing methods, 
depict scenes from every state in 
the Union and some foreign coun¬ 


tries, and capture long-forgotten 
moments in history. Over a 
million and a half unique views 
are stored here by production 
code number for easy acces¬ 
sibility and computer cataloging. 

In the next room the computer, 
purchased through the Teich 
Foundation grant, is used to 
catalog each postcard by sub¬ 
ject, location of view, and pro¬ 
duction code number. Each card 
is described in the customized 
program by a major subject code 
and a minor one, For example, a 
card depicting Buffalo Bill's grave 
could be found under Cemeteries, 
Famous Tombs, as well as under 
Lookout Mountain, Colorado, and 
under production #118312, Soon 
researchers will be able to re¬ 
quest, in advance, a computer¬ 
ized listing of cards of specific 
interest in their studies. 

A library of books and 
periodicals is now being acquired, 
also for future use by the public. 
Reference materials are designed 
to show the history and develop¬ 
ment of the postcard industry, the 
postcard's place as a recorder of 
history, the postcard as a reflec¬ 
tion of cultural changes, changes 
in the postcard itself, and 
background information on the 
Curt Teich Company. A study 
carrel and reading room will be 
available for future researchers. 


Although the postcards in the 
former living room are the focal 
point of the collection, the dining 
room, kitchen, and eight 
bedrooms are filled with four- 
drawer file cabinets containing 
the original artwork, photographic 
negatives, and printing instruc¬ 
tions for the artifacts in the 
collection. 

Scattered cabinets contain 
other Teich products — adver¬ 
tising blotters (once used as pro¬ 
motions as frequently as 
matchbooks are today), wall 
calendars, stationery with a 
patriotic motif for "our boys 
overseas," beer coasters, holiday 
greeting cards, tourist guide 
books of various cities, and 
eleven- and twenty four-inch long 
panorama viewcards. 

Upstairs the bedrooms' closets 
are packed with postcard albums 
and salesmen's order books, 
which serve as handy cross- 
references when searching for 
specific cards. 

All the cabinets and cases 
donated with the collection will 
eventually be replaced with ar- 
chivally sound storage containers, 
namely metal covered with 
acrylic-based paint. In the in¬ 
terests of paper conservation, the 
temperature and humidity are 
kept constant by a newly in¬ 
stalled heating/air conditioning 
system. Soon near ultraviolet 
filters will be placed over all the 
windows and fluorescent light fix¬ 
tures. In the future only alkaline- 
buffered folders will touch Teich 
artifacts. 

The Teich Collection facility is an 
interesting combination of the old 
and the new, a place where an 
aura of yesterday coexists with 
the latest technology. Floor-to- 
ceiling bay windows, carved 
wooden decorative trim, a formal 
hardwood staircase, two wine 
cellars, quaint tile designs in the 
kitchen and bathrooms, built-in 
dressers and cedar closets, and a 
long, circular driveway are just a 
few of the features that make this 
house as unique as the collection 
it contains. Certainly, the 
nostalgia evoked by the large, 
rambling house makes it an 
appropriate repository for a 
collection as broad in scope and 
historic meaning as the Teich 
Collection. §g£ 




Curt Otto Teich (1877-1974) was the founder 
of the Curt Teich Company, Inc. of Chicago. 


A Son Remembers 
Curt Otto Teich, Sr. 

By Ralph Teich 

All the old Teich family records stored in my great 
aunt's home in Dresden were lost during World War II. 
My father and two of his brothers spent several years try¬ 
ing to reconstruct a family history, only to find each had 
differing recollections. They wrote only what they could 
agree upon. I am going to put down here what my father 
told me — as I remember it. 

My great, great, great grandfather, who lived in Prussia, 
set his three youngest sons up in business as millers. Over 
a number of years soldiers, including Napoleon 
Bonaparte, burned their mills three times. 

One of my great, great grandfathers was raised as a 
brother (not related by birth) of the Prince of Reuss' 
younger son. As a reward for his stand in a royal family 
squabble, he received a family seat in Lobenstein, Ger¬ 
many, and was appointed Governor of Bohemia. 

My great grandfather lived in the family's large Loben¬ 
stein home, which was considered a palace in the small 
farming community. He lived the life of a country 
gentleman. My grandfather, however, did not feel comfor¬ 
table living in a "palace" with servants, etc., so he moved 
to another town, Thuringia, and went into business. That is 
where Curt Otto Teich, Sr., was born. 

Upon my great grandfather's death, my grandfather 
had to move back to Lobenstein to manage family affairs, 
which included a print shop. Still uncomfortable in the 
large house, he moved to a farmhouse in the countryside. 
When he couldn't sell the "palace," he ran it as an insane 
asylum, then as a hotel. Later, he turned the palace into a 
museum, which it was until after World War II. It is now 
an East German apartment building. 

My grandfather enlarged the printing business into a 
chain of newspapers serving much of Germany and other 
countries. Grandfather loved to travel and did so years at 
a time, leaving his wife to rear the children and a manager 
to run the business. He traveled to the World's Columbian 
Exposition, and because of the delay in the opening of the 
fair, was gone five years. 
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During that trip my father graduated from school in 
Dresden and returned to Lobenstein, where he frequently 
visited the headquarters of the family paper business. By 
making many major changes himself, he usurped the 
responsibilities of the manager, and when my grandfather 
returned from his travels a few years later, a family 
dispute ensued. 

Dad withdrew from his money enough to come to 
America. However, he figured a little low and arrived in 
New York City with only ten cents. He spent five cents on 
car fare to an aunt's house and five cents for a newspaper, 
which happened to carry an ad for a printer's devil, or ap¬ 
prentice. He applied. When the interviewer asked his ex¬ 
perience, he said he had run a chain of newspapers in 
Europe. The man explained that they were only looking 
for a printer's devil, not a president, but that he could 
have the job if he wanted it. 

Dad accepted, and the press room foreman put him to 
work. He took Dad down to the press room where they 
printed beer bottle labels on flat bed presses. The sheets 
were turned by grippers on two edges. The wind pressure 
on the sheets caused half the sheets to tear. Forgetting his 
position, Dad issued loud orders to stop the presses. The 
foreman picked up a wrench and threw it at Dad. Dad 
ducked and threw back a bottle of ink, which narrowly 
missed the foreman . . . and the company president who 
had just walked in. The foreman fired Dad on the spot. 

When one of the workers told the president what had 
happened, Dad was asked if he could fix the press so that 
fewer sheets would be torn. If he could do it in forty-eight 
hours, he could keep his new job. Dad developed the 
system of fingers that is still used on flat bed presses to¬ 
day. The foreman resigned in anger and Dad was pro¬ 
moted to replace him. 

After saving some money, Dad took a vacation to visit 
his brother, Max, who was in the hotel business in 
Chicago. Max offered to loan Dad the money to open a 
small job printing shop in Chicago, and Dad accepted. 

Job printing in Chicago was highly competitive, and 
Dad was only doing so-so when a customer, the buyer for 
International Tailoring Company, advised him to find a 
specialty where he would have no competition. Dad knew 
that although a few postcards had been produced here, 
most were done in Europe. And he learned that the United 
States Congress would soon pass a law allowing postcards 
to be mailed without envelopes at a lower postage rate. 

On February 4, 1898, Dad incorporated his printing 
company to specialize in postcards. With his camera, 
order book, and his idea, he got on the train from Chicago 
to St. Petersburg, Florida; then he went on to the west 
coast and back. 

Every time the train stopped, he got off, found the 
points of interest, and took pictures. Then he sold his idea 
to someone and took orders from his new distributor. One 
thousand cards of one view cost $1.00 in those days. On 
that first ninety-day rail trip, he sold $30,000 worth of 
cards. 

That was the beginning of a prosperous postcard 
publishing business. Dad always bought the newest and 
biggest equipment, and if he found it was not being used 
at all times, he would find a way to keep it profitable. One 
such instance was the labor union newspaper, which Dad 
printed for the forerunner of the American Federation of 
Labor for a number of years. 

* * * * 

In subsequent newletters I will tell you about Dad's 
role in the labor union movement in this country, a Swiss 
card distributor's attempt to put Dad out of business, and 
other related anecdotes, yg 







GENERAL INFORMATION 


The Lake County Museum is a publicly owned institution 
devoted to collecting, preserving, and interpreting the 
history and geography of Lake County, Illinois from its 
earliest known inhabitants to the present. The Curt Teich 
Postcard Collection is a grant-funded special section of the 
Lake County Museum devoted to collecting, preserving, 
and interpreting postcard views and photographs of sub¬ 
jects related to Lake County, Illinois, and the United States 
in the 20th Century. 

The Lake County Museum is a department of the Lake 
County Forest Preserve District. 

Location About 40 miles northwest of Chicago in the 
Lakewood Forest Preserve, Route 176 and 
Fairfield Road 
Wauconda, Illinois 60084 
(312) 526-7878 Museum 
(312) 526-8636 Curt Teich Collection 
Exhibition Open daily 1:00 p.m. to 4:30 p.m 
Gallery 


Research Monday-Friday by appointment only 
Library 

Admission 50* for adults, 25* for students and senior 
citizens, Monday is a free day for all 
visitors. 


School Tours The museum has an active education 

program. For information about scheduling 
and cost, call the museum office at 
526-7878. 


Membership 

Curt Teich 
Collection 


Memberships are available through the 
Lake County Museum Association. 

Office hours 8:30-4:30 Monday-Friday 
Visits to the collection by appointment only 
The Curt Teich Postcard Collection offers 
separate membership. 


Benefits include free admission to the museum and the 
Teich collection, a subscription to the Postcard journal, 
discounts in the museum store and on Teich collection 
research services. Teich Collection individual member¬ 
ship: $15.00 Family membership: $20.00. Please call the 
Teich collection offices for information about additional 
membership levels. 





HOST CARO! 


PCSTCARD 

JOURNAL 

Lakewood Forest Preserve 
Route 176 and Fairfield Road 
Wauconda, Illinois 60084 


ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED 


A postcard store, pooI room, and shine 
parlor in lack son, Michigan. A Curt Teich 
postcard printed ca. 7976 . 
























